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Not 

Another 

Newsletter! 

Don’t  despair!  The  Plain  Lan- 
guage Coordinating  Committee 
was  reluctant  to  add  to  the  depart- 
ment’s sizable  paper  flow  by 
starting,  another  newsletter.  But  I 
hope  that  NoBuII\n'\W  ultimately 
contribute  to  a reduction  of  paper 
used  in  the  department. 

How?. 

Plain  language  is  not  only  about 
writing  clearly,  but  also  about 
streamlining  written  materials.  It's 
about  getting  rid  of  or  revising 
those  that  are  long-winded,  redun- 
dant or  irrelevant.  We  can  save 
time  and  money  by  simplifying  and 
better  coordinating  our  information- 
gathering and  communications 
activities. 


BUM. 

A PLAIN  LANGUAGE  NEWSLETTER 


Over  the  next  five  years,  provin- 
cial government  departments  must 
ensure  that  all  written  materials  are 
in  plain  language.  This  is  a tall 
order  that  will  require  the  participa- 
tion of  all  staff. 
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We  started  this  newsletter  to 
provide  information  about  plain 
language  and  the  committee’s 
activities.  It  will  also  provide  tips  on 
how  to  make  your  writing  clearer, 
more  concise  and  precise. 

In  keeping  with  the  principles  of 
plain  language,  we  will  re-evaluate 
the  need  for  the  newsletter  after  six 
issues  and  decide  whether  or  not 
to  continue  it. 

Plain  language  is  not  a new 
idea.  It’s  a decades-old  internar 
tional  consumer  movement.  The 
public  is  demanding  better  access 
to  government,  and  that  means 
providing  information  that  is  easy 
to  understand.  By  using  plain 
language,  we  can  improve  our 
.internal  and  external  communica- 
tions and  better  serve  the  needs  of 
our  clients. 

Editor 


The  Shake-up 


38% 

of  Canadians  have  some 
difficulty  with  everyday  reading  tasks 

60% 

have  trouble  with  government  forms 

75% 

think  government 

documents  should  be  written  more  clearly 


Plain  language  is  a powerful 
consumer  movement  with 
important  political  conse- 
quences. 

Both  the  federal  and  provin- 
cial governments  are  encour- 
aging the  use  of  plain  lan- 
guage. Public  servants  are 
being  asked  to  learn  to  com- 
municate in  plain  language  to 
improve  efficiency  and  prevent 
misunderstanding. 


A conference  sponsored  by 
The  Plain  Language  Institute  in 
Vancouver  last  November  made 
clear  the  Alberta  Government's 
leadership  in  promoting  the 
change  to  plain  language 
throughout  the  public  sector. 

So,  here  you  are,  a govern-, 
ment  employee,  chosen  unwit- 
tingly as  a frontrunner  for  the 
plain  language  movement  in 
Canada! 


Death  to 
Gobbledegook 

The  plain  language 
movement  began  in  Brit- 
ain’s social  services  sector 
as  a populist  uprising.  In 
1979,  three  frustrated 
activists,  who  for  years  had 
been  redesigning  and 
simplifying  forms  and 
applications  for  people  on 
social  assistance,  finally 
went  public  with  their  war 
on  bureaucratese. 

They  trucked  tons  of 
forms  to  the  steps  of  the 
British  parliament  buildings, 
and  shredded  them,  await- 
ing the  inevitable  police 
intervention.  A constable 
arrived  and  dutifully  recited 
an  archaic  piece  of  legalese 
prohibiting  demonstrations. 
Of  course,  no  one  could 
understand  this  perfect 
piece  of  gobbledegook,  so 
the  media  had  a field-day 
and  the  Plain  English 
Campaign  was  underway. 

Since  then,  Britain’s 
initiative  has  mushroomed 
into  a world-wide  concern, 
with  major  developments  in 
Australia,  New  Zealand, 
United  States  and  Sweden. 
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Simple  Wisdom 

Benjamin  Hoff,  philosopher- 
student  of  Winnie-the-Pooh,  aptly 
describes  the  frustration  that  many 
of  us  encounter  daily:  “ One  rather 
annoying  thing  about  scholars  is 
that  they  are  always  using  Big 
Words  that  some  of  us  can’t 
understand..." 

( The  Tao  of  Pooh ) 


When  Owl  treats  Christopher 
Robin  to  his  weather  report,  he  only 
succeeds  in  puzzling  the  boy: 

‘‘The  atmospheric  conditions 
have  been  very  unfavourable  lately, 
said  Owl. 

“ The  what?" 

"It  has  been  raining, " explained 
Owl.  "The  flood-level  has  reached 
an  unprecedented  height.  ” 

"The  who?" 


"There's  a lot  of  water  about,  ” 
explained  Owl. 

"Yes, " said  Christopher  Robin, 

“ there  is. " 

"However,  the  prospects  are 
rapidly  becoming  more  favourable. 

Owl  could  use  some  plain  lan- 
guage training! 


Yes! 
plain 
language 
has  fans! 

“Ever  since  I started 
working  for  the  provincial 
government,  I have  been 
trained  to  write  in  “de- 
tached” English,  as  if  to  hide 
behind  ambiguity.  Thenew 
plain  language  policy  and 
training  has  given  me 
license  to  target  my  writing 
to  my  readers  in  clear  and 
direct  language,  and  to 
drop  the  facade  of  the 
faceless  bureaucrat.” 

Bernie  Yakimyshyn 
Central  Program  Support 

Now,  Bernie  receives 
fewer  client  queries  regard- 
ing information  provided  in 
his  letters  than  ever  before. 
He  attributes  th]sj improve- 
ment to  the  practice  of  plain 
language  principles  in  his 
writing.  He  makes  a con- 
scious effort  to  write,  clearly 
and  asks  colleagues  to 
critique  his  work  before  he 
sends  it  out. 


Under  the  Atrium 

Plain  language  simply  means 

clear  communication 


Who  won  the  prize  for  last 
Hallowe’en’s  best  team  cos- 
tume? The  Kiss  (Keep  It  Simple, 
Stupid)  group  from  the  Re- 
source Planning  branch. 

Why?  Because  their  theme 
statement  was  expressed 
simply,  clearly,  imaginatively, 
consistently  and  directly.  The 
blend  of  verbal,  visual  and 
written  components  spoke 
volumes.  Here  is  a communica- 
tions model  for  all  of  us:  for  this 
newsletter;  for  your  field  report; 
for  your  daily  correspondence. 

MESSAGE 

^ MEDIUM 

SENDER  I 

RECEIVER 

FEEDBACK 

Here’s  how  the  Idea  Team’s 
entry  worked  as  a graphic 
example  of  the  model  above: 


Senders  The  team  chose  a 
costume  theme  that  reflects  a 
.familiarity  with  their  audience. 

Message:  The  theme 
communicated  who  they  are, 
what  they  do,  and  how  they  do 
it.  The  intent  was  to  inform, 
amuse  and  win  the  prize. 

Medium:  The  costume  of 
white  technician’s  overalls 
decorated  with  images  that  draw 
attention  to  the  theme,  Kiss  = 
Good  Ideas,  featured  both 
familiar  (lightbulb)  and  work- 
related  (bull)  images. 

Receiver:  The  audience 
watched  the  team  parade  under 
the  atrium. 

Feedback:  Applause  and 
first  prize. 

If  you  lose  track  of  where  to 
go  next. in  your  writing,  remem- 
ber the  Kiss  team. 

or  call  the  NoBull  Hotline, 

427-2127  for  answers  to  all 
those  questions  you’ve  always 
been  too  embarrassed  to  ask... 


Introductions 


The  NoBull  newsletter  was  the 
brainchild  of  Louise  Riopel,  former  head 
of  Special  Projects.  As  department 
representative  on  the  government-wide 
Plain  Language  Network  Committee, 
Louise  was  responsible  for  spearhead- 
ing the  plain  language  program  within 
this  department.  Her  energy  gave  the 
program  its  initial  momentum.  Current 
coordinating  committee  members, 
committed  and  enthusiastic  still,  are 
listed  below.  The  committee  is  responsi- 
ble for  ensuring  that  the  department 
adheres  to  the  government's  plain 
language  mandate  and  highly  ambitious 
timetable. 


Coordinating  Committee 
Members 

Juliet  Kershaw  - Special  Projects 
Terry  Lister  - Systems  Development 
Division 

Ken  Moholitny  - Central  Program 
Support 

Mary  Ellen  Norgard  - District  Home 
Economist,  Oyen 
Roy  Parker  - Personnel  Services 
Anne  Marie  Resta  - Special  Projects 
Matt  Schoonderwoerd  - Veterinary 
Diagnostic  Branch 

Evelyn  Shapka  - Planning  Secretariat 


The  NoBull  newsletter  is  published  bi- 
monthly by  the  Plain  Language  Coordinating 
Committee,  Department  of  Agriculture  and 
Rural  Development,  Government  of  Alberta,  to 
develop  and  maintain  awareness  of  plain 
language. 

Send  submissions  to: 

The  Editor,  NoBull, 

Information  Services 
7000  - 1 13  Street 
Edmonton,  Alberta,  T6H  5T6 
Phone:  (403)  427-2127 
Fax:  (403)  427-2861 
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